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Alone in a Crowd: Prints by African-American Artists of the 1930s-40s 
from the Collection of Reba and Dave Williams 
at the Cleveland Museum of Art 

(CLEVELAND, OH) More than 100 prints, chosen from an important private collection of 
American prints — the Reba and Dave Williams Collection — are assembled in Alone in a 
Crowd: Prints by African-American Artists of the 1930s-40s. The internationally 
recognized traveling exhibition, which uncovers the remarkable efforts of a group of artists 
who have been largely neglected until now, will be exhibited at the Cleveland Museum of 
Art, April 22 through July 6, 1997. It will coincide with the major retrospective of Romare 
Bearden’s prints, A Graphic Odyssey: Romare Bearden as Printmaker. 

Alone in a Crowd provides a much-needed first look at an important body of graphic 
work that documents a vibrant period in African-American history and offers insight into the 
concerns of artists who helped define modem African-American identity through their 
creative work. 

The prints explore a range of topics first introduced during the Harlem Renaissance 
of the 1920s (the first self-conscious cultural movement among African-Americans), such as 
African-American heritage, the effects of political and social injustice, racial consciousness, 
the importance of music and religion in African-American culture, the influence of jazz, and 
candid portrayals of daily life. Other themes are: pride of African-Americans serving in the 
military, which wasn’t integrated until 1948, following “The Great Migration” to the North in 
1918 by African-American farm workers; and the return of their African-American 
descendants to the South in the 1930s-40s who were searching for their heritage and found 
poverty. 

The diverse exhibition features 105 rare prints by 42 African-American artists, 
among them Charles Alston, John Biggers, Robert Blackburn, Margaret Burroughs, Elizabeth 
Catlett, Ernest Crichlow, Dox Thrash, James Lesene Wells, Charles White and Hale 
Woodruff. Clevelanders include Elmer Brown, Hughie Lee-Smith, Charles Sallee and 
William E. Smith. This exhibition marks the first time these prints will be seen together. 
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CMA/Alone — 2 


Many of the prints featured in Alone in a Crowd were created by artists who gained access to 
printmaking instructions and facilities at neighborhood art centers sponsored by President Roosevelt’s 
Works Progress Administration’s Federal Arts Project (WPA/FAP). Spawned by The New Deal and 
based on a system of work relief, the innovative program allowed the government to support a richly 
productive era in American art. It was not until the years of the WPA that black artists found viable 
conditions to explore their own creativity, develop printmaking skills and take advantage of new 
techniques. 

“Community arts centers were established in major urban areas nationwide as a result of the 
program, providing young black artists with the first-hand printmaking experiences from which they had 
largely been excluded due to racial discrimination,” explains Jane Glaubinger, the museum’s Curator of 
Prints. One of the most active centers was Karamu House, founded in Cleveland in 1915. Karamu House 
was an interracial hub designed to address the cultural needs of one of the worst slums in the city. The 
center, which also had a thriving theater group, attracted some renowned African-American artists, 
including Hughie Lee-Smith, Elmer Brown, Charles Sallee and William E. Smith. It was these talented 
and inspirational artists who helped to light the creative spark in Cleveland that shaped the city’s 
understanding of African-American culture through art. 

These artists, and other printmakers represented in the exhibition, “opened the way,” says 
Glaubinger, for those who came after them, by their example and by teaching their skills to the next 
generation. 

The selection of prints in Alone in a Crowd demonstrates not only the artists’ determination to 
make art under what were often adverse conditions, but also debunks the conventional wisdom that their 
work was primarily derivative and of little interest to the larger public. These works exhibit a high level 
of technical and conceptual adeptness. It is the hope of collectors Reba and Dave Williams that the 
exhibition will serve as a catalyst for further and in-depth consideration of African-American creativity. 
“As we compiled these works, we recognized a pattern among a group of artists working in the 1930s and 
1940s that deserved greater investigation, conservation and valuation. Hopefully, those who view the 
exhibition will feel motivated to continue that important work,” said Dave Williams. 

Alone in a Crowd: Prints by African-American Artists of the 1930s-40s from the Collection 
of Reba and Dave Williams is organized by The Newark Museum and circulated by The American 
Federation of Arts. It is a project of ART ACCESS, a program of the AFA with major support from the 
Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund. The exhibition program of the AFA is supported in part by the 
J. Carter Brown Fund for Exhibitions, established by the AFA in 1992. It is curated in Cleveland by 
Jane Glaubinger, the museum’s Curator of Prints. 

Admission to the exhibition is free. Various public programs complement this exhibition and A 
Graphic Odyssey: Romare Bearden as Printmaker (see enclosed news release). Promotional support 
is provided by Cleveland Life magazine and The Wave 107.3 FM. Charter One Bank is a partner in the 
educational programming for these exhibitions. 
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SPECIAL MUSEUM PROGRAMMING 
TO COMPLEMENT 

A Graphic Odyssey: Romare Bearden as Printmaker 

AND 

Alone in a Crowd: Prints by African-American Artists of the 1930s-40s from the 
Collection of Reba and Dave Williams 

The following programs are offered by the Cleveland Museum of Art to enhance the 
experience of the featured exhibitions. All programs are open to the public and are provided 
by the Museum free of charge. For additional information about these or other Museum 
programs, please contact the museum at 216/421-7340. 


GUEST LECTURES 

The Guest Lecture Series boasts of a dynamic group of guest speakers who offer visitors 
unique insight about the artists and their works. 


“ Romare Bearden ” June 1 1, 1997, 6:30 p.m. 

Russell Goins, collector and long-time Recital Hall 

friend of Romare Bearden 


“African-American Printmakers” June 25, 1997, 7 p.m. 

Alone in a Crowd artist Robert Blackburn, Recital Hall 

Director of the Printmaking Workshop, New York City 


“The Divine Presence in the Art of Romare Bearden” July 2, 1997, 7 p.m. 

Sharon Patten, Dept, of Art History and Recital Hall 

Dept, of African-American Studies, 

University of Michigan 


GALLERY TALKS 

Offering an intimate, small-group session, gallery talks given by CMA educational staff 
provide visitors with an informal and insightful study of the exhibitions. 

“Romare Bearden, ” Anita Peeples May 21 and 25, 1997, 1:30 p.m. 

May 22, 1997,2:30 p.m. 

“Romare Bearden, ” Cathy Culp June 4 and 18, 1997, 6 p.m. 

“Romare Bearden/Alone in a Crowd, ” June 1 1 and July 2, 1997, 6 p.m. 

Alicia Hudson 

(more . . . ) 
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CMA/Special Programming — 2 


TEACHERS’ NIGHT 

Cleveland teachers are invited to the CMA’s Teachers’ Night program offerings educators the chance to 
study the exhibitions in greater depth, gaining useful information that can be incorporated into existing 
classroom curriculum. 

Tours of these exhibitions and of collections May 1 8, 1997, 6-9 p.m. 

of Egyptian and African art 

FAMILY WORKSHOPS 

Drop-in workshops are offered at the museum for adults and children. The interactive, hands-on sessions 
are presented by CMA educators. 

Printmaking June 4 and 1 1, 1997, 5 - 7:30 p.m. 

Collage June 18 and 25, 1997, 5 - 7:30 p.m. 


STORYTELLING IN THE EXHIBITIONS 

Adding a new facet to the exhibition experience, the storytelling sessions provide visitors of all ages with 
an educational, entertaining and enjoyable activity that helps to bring the works in the exhibition to life in 
a creative way. 

Cav Faithwalker and Selected Wednesdays in June, 7 p.m. 

the Cleveland Association of 
Black Storytellers 


* * * 

Alone in a Crowd is organized by The Newark Museum and circulated by The American 
Federation of Arts. It is a project of ART ACCESS, a program of the AFA with major support from the 
Lila Wallace-Reader's Digest Fund. The exhibition program of the AFA is supported in part by the J. 
Carter Brown Fund for Exhibitions, established by the AFA in 1992. A Graphic Odyssey is organized 
and circulated by the Council for Creative Projects, N.Y. Promotional support is provided by Cleveland 
Life magazine and The Wave 107.3 FM. Charter One Bank is a partner in the educational programming 
for these exhibitions. 
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Alone in a Crowd: Prints by African-American Artists of the 1930s-40s 
from the Collection of Reba and Dave Williams 

The Cleveland Museum of Art 
April 22 - July 6, 1997 

FACT SHEET 


THE EXHIBITION 
One-hundred-five prints with a rich variety of 
subjects that express the unique perspectives of 
forty-two African-American artists: 

• candid portrayals of daily life 

• African-American heritage and history 

• racial consciousness and pride 

• effects of political and social injustice 

• importance of religion and music in 
African-American culture 

The exhibition contains works from Cleveland 
artists Elmer Brown, Hughie Lee-Smith, Charles 
Sallee and William E. Smith. Among other 
noted artists are: Charles Alston, John Biggers, 
Robert Blackburn, Margaret Burroughs, 
Elizabeth Catlett, Ernest Crichlow, Aaron 
Douglas, Wilmer Jennings, William H. Johnson, 
Lawrence Jones, Ronald Joseph, Norman Lewis, 
Raymond Steth, Dox Thrash, James Lesene 
Wells, Charles White, John Wilson and Hale 
Woodruff. 

EXHIBITION SIGNIFICANCE 

In addition to the value of its contribution to the 
history of American art in general, Alone in a 
Crowd recognizes the remarkable efforts and 
perseverance of a group of artists who have been 
largely neglected until now. 

Many of the works created by African-American 
artists during the 1930s-40s were made under 
the direction of President Roosevelt’s Works 
Progress Administration’s Federal Arts Project 
(WPA/FAP); the program offered them access to 
printmaking instruction and materials and new 
technologies that would have otherwise been out 
of reach. 


A work relief program, the WPA art programs 
often required artwork to be produced to justify 
government funding. These works of art were 
often dispersed to other institutions, forgotten or 
simply destroyed by individuals interested in 
neither the works nor their makers. 

THE COLLECTORS 

The prints in Alone in a Crowd were sought out 
across the country by noted collectors and print 
scholars Reba and Dave Williams in order to 
create this exhibition. 

The Reba and Dave Williams collection of prints 
numbers more than 6,000 works by over 1,000 
artists and is considered to be the largest of its 
kind in private ownership. The Williams 
collection emphasizes prints created by 
American artists between the wars, with 
particular emphasis on work by artists 
employed by the government relief programs of 
the 1930s-40s. 


**** 

Alone in a Crowd is organized by The Newark 
Museum and circulated by The American 
Federation of Arts. It is a project of ART 
ACCESS, a program of the AFA with major 
support from the Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest 
Fund. The exhibition program of the AFA is 
supported in part by the J. Carter Brown Fund 
for Exhibitions, established by the AFA in 1992. 



